ELWELLS FERRY CANOE 
(0060 CFR) 


By 
Richard W. Lawrence 
Underwater Archeology Unit 

On June 2, 1987 Richard Lawrence and Julep Gillman- 
Bryan of the Underwater Archeology Unit (UAU) and volunteer 
Gerald Dunn, traveled to Elwells Ferry, in Bladen County, to 
inspect a dugout log canoe. The presence of the canoe had 
been reported to UAU staff member Mark Wilde-Ramsing on May 
31, 1987 by Mr. Buddy Rowe of Wilmington. 

The canoe was discovered on the morning of May 31, 1987 
when ferry operator, Bob Mitchell, raised the ferry cable 
which rests on the river bottom at night. The canoe was 
seen hanging from the cable near the Carvers (south) side of 
the river. Before Mr. Mitchell, who was traveling on the 
ferry from the Kelly side of the river, could get to the 
canoe it slipped from the cable and floated downstream. Mr. 
Rowe and his wife, who had just launched their boat, 
witnessed this event and then continued on the fishing trip 
upriver. Later in the day the Rowes, returning to the 
landing, decided to go downriver and see if they could find 
the dugout. They located the canoe approximately two miles 
downstream of the ferry. They then pulled the canoe to 
shore and tied it to a tree at the mouth of Carvers Creek on 
the south side of the river (Figure 1). 

On June 2, 1987 the team from the UAU were met at the 


Elwells Ferry boat ramp by Hayes Clement, a reporter with 


the Wilmington Morning Star. The group launched the UAU's 
14-foot McKee Craft and proceeded downriver to the Carver's 
Creek site. The canoe was found still tied to the tree. 
The dugout was examined, measured and photographed (Figures 
2 & 3). Although most of the sides of the canoe were 
missing, both ends, and the majority of the flat bottom were 
still present and well-preserved. Based on the flat bottom, 
square chine, tool marks, and the presence of gauge holes in 
the bottom of the canoe, it was judged to be an historic 
period boat, probably constructed during the late 19th or 
early 20th centuries. The canoe was dugout from a pine log 
and had an overall length of 14 feet 7 inches and a maximum 
with of 2 feet 4 inches. A series of five 3/4-inch gauge 
holes (filled with wooden plugs) were found spaced along the 
center line of the canoe. An interesting feature was the 
presence of an athwartships ledge cut into the interior 
surface of both ends of the canoe. The canoe had evidently 
been on the river bottom at the ferry crossing for some time 
as there were several places where the cable had been 
rubbing against the canoe. 

After examining the canoe it was decided to return and 
recover the dugout at a later date. The group proceeded 
downstream to examine the Indian Wells area of the river 
(see Indian Wells Survey Report). 

On June 4, 1987 a second group consisting of Richard 
Lawrence, Barbara Brooks, Leslie Bright and Gehrig Spencer 


and Sammy Bright from the Fort Fisher Historic Site, 


returned to the canoe site. While in the water the canoe 
was placed on a rack made of 2-inch by 4-inch lumber and 
flexible straps. The rack was then lifted and put on the 
UAU 20-foot McKee Craft, and taken to the boat landing 
adjacent to the ferry crossing. The canoe, still on the 
rack, was placed on a utility trailer and taken to the UAU 
preservation laboratory at Fort Fisher. 

At the preservation laboratory the canoe was kept 
inside a storage building. A coating of Polyethylene glycol 
(PEG) 600 was applied to the canoe by brush and it was kept 
covered with plastic to control the drying. Over the course 
of the next month and a half over three gallons of PEG 600 
were applied to the canoe. Eventually the plastic was 
removed and the canoe was allowed to reach a state of 
ambient humidity. 

Only July 17, 1987 the canoe was transported to the 
Museum of the Cape Fear in Fayetteville to be displayed. 
The canoe was returned to Fort Fisher in November ,1988 
where it remained in storage until July 18, 1988 at which 
time it was taken to the New Hanover County Museum for 


permanent display. 
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